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The Boeing 737 Next Generation (NG) series, encompassing the -600, -700, -800, and -900 variants, represents 

one of the most successful eras in commercial aviation history. For pilots, flight simulators, and technical 

enthusiasts, mastering the Boeing 737 NG requires more than just knowing how to fly; it necessitates a deep 

understanding of the Standard Operating Procedures (SOPs), flow patterns, and the critical role of the normal

checklist. This article provides an exhaustive technical analysis of these procedures, moving from the 'cold and

dark' state to the final shutdown, while examining the engineering logic behind each action.

The Philosophy of Flows vs. Checklists

In high-complexity environments like a 737 cockpit, the distinction between a 'flow' and a 'checklist' is fundamental 

to flight safety and operational efficiency. A flow-procedureis a memorized sequence of actions performed by the

flight crew to configure aircraft systems. These flows typically follow a geographical pattern across the cockpit

panels (e.g., the 'Overhead Scan').

Conversely, a checklistis a verification tool. It is not a 'to-do' list. It is used after a flow is completed to ensure that

the most critical items have been set correctly. This redundancy is designed to capture human errors that occur

during the execution of memorized flows. In the 737 NG, the 'Challenge-Response' method is the standard: one

pilot calls out the item (Challenge), and the pilot responsible for that system verifies and states the status

(Response).

Core Concepts: The Theoretical Framework of 737 Systems

To execute a checklist effectively, a pilot must understand the underlying System Architecture. The 737 NG

utilizes a 'Dark Cockpit' philosophy. Under normal operating conditions, if a switch is in its standard position, there

should be no amber or red lights illuminated on the overhead panel. This allows the crew to quickly identify

abnormalities during their flow patterns.

1. Electrical Power Logic

The 737 NG electrical system is designed with multiple layers of redundancy. It features two engine-driven 

Integrated Drive Generators (IDGs), one Auxiliary Power Unit (APU) generator, and battery power. The Break-

Before-Make logic ensures that two different power sources never power the same synchronous bus 

simultaneously. During the pre-flight flow, verifying the 'Source Off' and 'Gen Off Bus'lights is critical for

establishing a stable electrical configuration.

2. Pneumatic and Environmental Control

The pneumatic system provides high-pressure air for engine starting, air conditioning, and wing anti-ice. The Bleed 

Air from engines or the APU is managed via isolation valves. A common procedural error during the 'Before 

Takeoff' flow involves the improper configuration of the Pack Switches and Bleed Switches, which can lead to

inadequate pressurization or reduced engine performance during climb-out.

Technical Analysis: Phase-by-Phase Procedural Execution



Pre-Flight and Flight Management Computer (FMC) Initialization

The initialization of the FMC is arguably the most data-intensive part of the pre-flight procedure. It follows the 'Z-

Pattern' logic on the Control Display Unit (CDU):

•  IDENT: Verifying the aircraft model and NavData engine cycle (e.g., AIRAC 2407).

•  POS INIT: Entering the GPS coordinates of the departure gate.

•  RTE: Inputting the origin, destination, and flight path.

•  PERF INIT: This is where mathematical precision is required. Pilots must input the Zero Fuel Weight (ZFW), 

Reserves, Cost Index, and Cruising Altitude.

•  TAKEOFF: Selection of Flaps (usually 1, 5, or 15) and calculation of V-speeds (V1, Vr, V2).

The Engine Start Procedure

Starting the CFM56-7B engines on the 737 NG is a semi-automated process but requires strict monitoring. The 

flow involves moving the Engine Start Switch to the 'GRD' (Ground) position. This opens the Start Valve, using 

pneumatic pressure to rotate the N2 compressor. At 25% N2 (or maximum motoring), the Engine Start Leveris

moved to 'Idle', introducing fuel and ignition.

Mathematical Model for Engine Health:During start, pilots monitor the Exhaust Gas Temperature (EGT) . The

EGT margin is the difference between the peak temperature reached during start and the maximum allowable limit

(usually around 725°C for start). A 'Hot Start' occurs if the EGT exceeds this limit, necessitating an immediate abort

by moving the Start Lever to 'Cutoff'.

Comparison and Evaluation Tables

Understanding the differences between 737 generations is vital for pilots transitioning between types. The following

table highlights the evolution of system checks from the Classic (-300/-400/-500) to the Next Generation

(-700/-800).



Feature / System Boeing 737 Classic Boeing 737 NG Operational Impact

Display System Analog/EFIS Mix Large Format LCDs (CDS) Improved Situational 
Awareness

Engine Control PMC (Pneumatic) FADEC (Full Authority 
Digital)

Precise Thrust 
Management; No 
Overboost

Hydraulics Engine Driven/Electric Redesigned Cooling &amp; 
Capacity

Increased reliability for 
Flight Controls

Checklist Length Longer Manual Tasks Streamlined for Glass 
Cockpit

Reduced Pilot Workload

Furthermore, flap settings for landing vary based on weight and runway length. Below is a simplified metric

comparison for the 737-800 variant.



Flap Setting Approach Speed (Vref) Landing Distance Typical Use Case

Flaps 15 Highest (Vref + 20) Longest Single Engine / Abnormal 
Procedures

Flaps 30 Moderate Standard Normal Operations (Fuel 
Efficient)

Flaps 40 Lowest Shortest Short Runways / 
Contaminated Surfaces

Practical Implementation: The Overhead Panel Field Guide

The Overhead Panelis the heart of the 737 NG. A professional flow follows a specific order, typically starting from

the bottom-left and moving upward in columns. Key areas include:

Flight Control Panel

Verify that STBY RUD (Standby Rudder) lights are extinguished and the Flight Control Switchesare guarded to

the 'Normal' position. This ensures that the primary hydraulic systems (A and B) are powering the elevators,

ailerons, and rudder.

Fuel System Configuration

The 737 NG has three fuel tanks: Left Main, Right Main, and Center. The rule of thumb for the flow is: Center 

Pumps ONonly if the center tank contains more than 1,000 lbs (453 kg) of fuel. Running center pumps dry can

lead to vapor lock and pump damage, a critical safety consideration highlighted in numerous ADs (Airworthiness

Directives).

Pressurization Panel

The Digital Pressurization Controllermust be set with the Cruise Altitude and the Landing Elevation of the

destination airport. Failure to set the Landing Elevation correctly will result in an 'OFF SCHED DESCENT' (Off-

Scheduled Descent) warning light if the aircraft begins descending before reaching the set cruise altitude.

Case Studies and Troubleshooting

Case Study: Failure to Capture Glideslope

During the Approach Procedure, a common error is failing to arm the 'APP' (Approach) mode at the correct 

intercept angle. On the 737 NG, the Autoflight System (AFDS) requires the aircraft to be on a heading that 

intercepts the localizer at less than 90 degrees. If the 'Before Landing' Checklistis performed too late, the crew

may miss the 'Single CH' or 'CMD' status change, leading to an unstabilized approach.

Troubleshooting: Master Caution 'Pneumatic'

If the Master Caution illuminates with a 'AIR COND' or 'BLEED' light during cruise, the QRH (Quick Reference 

Handbook) procedure must be followed. This often involves identifying a 'Dual Pack Failure' or a 'Wing Anti-Ice 

Leak'. The technical solution involves isolation of the affected side via the Isolation Valve, a process that must be

verified against the checklist to prevent a total loss of cabin pressure.

Summary and Broader Implications



The Boeing 737 NG checklist and flow procedures are a masterpiece of human factors engineering. By

standardizing the way pilots interact with complex machinery, Boeing has created a system where safety is built

into the workflow. The transition from memory-based flows to verification-based checklists ensures that even in

high-stress environments—such as a heavy crosswind landing or a mid-flight engine failure—the crew has a

structured path to follow.

As aviation moves toward further automation with the 737 MAX and future generations, the core principles 

established in the NG series remain the benchmark. For operators and pilots, the rigorous application of these 

procedures is not merely a regulatory requirement but a professional discipline. Success in the cockpit is defined by 

the seamless integration of technical knowledge, precise manual flying, and the disciplined execution of the 

Normal Checklist. Understanding the 'why' behind the 'what' ensures that every flight is conducted with the

highest margins of safety and efficiency, honoring the legacy of the world’s most widely used narrow-body aircraft.
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